This paper aims to measure master students' perception of service quality in business schools in Iran. In this research, an enhanced approach in use of modified SERVPERF for measuring students' satisfaction in higher education is represented. The modified scale including 42 attributes was tested at 5 first-class business schools in Iran. Both confirmatory and exploratory factors analyses were undertaken on the data. A conceptual model including 6 dimensions which are entitled tangibles, reliability, empathy, employee, professor and career guidance was represented for measuring service quality in business schools by the authors. The research findings suggest that in all 6 dimensions, there is discrepancy between 5 selected business schools. Students in Sharif business school in 5 factors are more satisfied than those in other business schools except Tarbiat Modares. Students of selected business schools have positive evaluation of reliability and professors; however, they have negative evaluation of career guidance and employees' dimensions of their schools. Our findings are not sufficient for different aspects of assessing business schools' service quality in Iran. Furthermore, the research has focused on M.A students, and fails to include B.A and PhD candidates. It seems that Iranian business schools should focus more on their academic board and try to improve their academic credibility. Furthermore, they should have great attention to make warm relationship with students in order to build up trust and confidence and also help students realize their capabilities. The paper shows for the first time how service quality of business schools satisfy students and what is the importance of different dimensions of service quality. Moreover, it should be of interest to schools managers in order to improve the quality of schools' services.
INTRODUCTION
Nowadays, business schools are considered to have key roles in whole educational system. Regardless of the fact that Iran's economy is not a market economy, business schools have a noticeable position in individuals' and firms' viewpoints. Public sector organizations (including public universities) have confronted fierce competition in recent business sphere. As Donnelly et al. (1995) mentioned, public sector organizations are not immune to pressure to improve customer service on a continuous *Corresponding author. E-mail: oolfati@yahoo.com. basis. Some of these pressures arise internally from a genuine desire to improve quality of services provided to communities; others are imposed through corporate initiatives like customer charters or through an increase in consumer activism.
Increased competition in the educational environment has contributed to the growing importance of service quality measurement at business schools (Gbadamosi et al., 2008) . This indirectly frames the universities as the service provider, and thus retracts their immunity from the common marketing axiom: "the customer is always right" (Scott, 1999) . It means that, the measurement of service quality, with the intention of improving the service offering is wholly inappropriate. Some contend this view, suggesting that the acceptance of the student as the "customer" need not negate the power relationship between students and academic staff (Scott, 1999; Sines and Duckworth, 1994) . Students of different educational levels who are considered as clients of universities have specific expectations from universities such as practical and professional educations in order to be prepared for their careers, social movement, learning research skills and so forth. Furthermore, diverse ranking of business schools by some prominent international organizations like Financial Times shows the importance of service quality in the aforementioned sector. However, since all universities are in public sector, the main concern is rather different in Iran.
As a result, all business schools are similarly considered as public schools. Therefore, there is no endeavor to evaluate themselves, differentiate services, and make competitive advantage between each other. The absence of competition in academic environment in country is the main reason for the lack of motivation.
Despite this fact, there is no doubt that in the longterm, the evaluation of both students and firms will influence business schools' service quality. In fact, Master of Science prospectus students in business or MBA in Iran, take their own tacit ranking into consideration in order to pick the best business school.
Thus, there is a serious need for a precise ranking of business schools in Iran. The purpose of this research is to investigate to what extent students are satisfied with different dimensions of service quality of business schools in Iran.
Since the authors are familiar with the prevailing trend in the context of quality literature in Iran, they considered different dimensions in order to assess service quality. Moreover, they decided to achieve the objectives that are mentioned thus:
1. Describing to what extent master students are satisfied with business schools' quality in Iran. 2. Presenting a ranking of business schools in Iran, based on students' satisfaction. 3. Diagnosing the most significant dimensions of service quality of business schools and their priorities from students' viewpoint.
Hence, we developed the following questions as our study guidelines:
1) To what extent are business schools satisfying their students? 2) Do discrepancies exist between satisfactions of students of different schools? 3) What are the most crucial determinants of the overall service quality in business schools? Karami and Olfati 659
LITERATURE REVIEW
In the last decades, numerous studies have been done on service quality in higher education, each of which has emphasized on some aspects of service quality and most of these researches are based on models like SERVUAL (service quality) and SERVPERF (service performance). Besides, some of these studies have focused on business schools. Doing such researches require looking at higher education from service management point of view. Customers' perceptions of service quality are influenced by factors such as communications between salespeople, social referrals, various types of information collected, and the credence consumers develop towards a service organization (Gounariset al., 2003; Kangis and Passa, 1997) .
In the last decade, there was a great demand for business graduated applicants in business environment of Iran. Consequently, more individuals were attracted to continue their studies in business schools. Therefore, it has become vital for business schools to actively monitor the quality of their services and commit to continuously improve them to satisfy the needs of stakeholders.
Satisfaction and service quality
Customers are one of the per-eminent stakeholders of all organizations and their satisfaction or dissatisfaction is a primary determinant of success for organizations. Students are similarly playing the same role in universities. As noted by Gold (2001) , students should be considered as primary customers and educational institutes should focus on student-centered education (Qureshi et al., 2010) . In consequence, consumers' satisfaction is nearly the most notable concern of service organizations. Several studies have confirmed the relationship between quality of service and satisfaction (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Helgesen and Nesset, 2007) Students as customers always have some expectations from universities and when these expectations are met, they grew more satisfied and loyal towards the institute (Juillerat and Schreiner 1996) . As there is positive relationship between quality of service offered and student satisfaction, management should pay a keen attention to the quality of service offered (Helgesen and Nesset, 2007) .
Service quality
Service quality is a crucial concept in the contemporary marketing. Each customer's expectation of service quality is different and this has led to a lack of standardization as it varies from situation to situation (Douglas et al., 2006) . Petruzzellis et al. (2006: 351) stated that "the higher the service quality the more satisfied the customers". In that way, satisfaction is based on customer's expectations and perception of service quality (Sigala, 2004a, b) . Quality and customer service have been identified as critical strategic issues in the 1990's for both public and private sector organizations (Donnelly et al., 1995) . The study of service quality has been hotly debated in the marketing literature for over two decades (Brady and Cronin, 2001) .
The very nature of service makes it difficult to define, render, and assess its quality. This issue gets more complicated by realizing that different customers have different perceptions of the quality of analogous service. The construct of quality as conceptualized in the services literature, is based on the perceived quality. Perceived quality is defined as the consumer's judgment about an entity's overall experience or superiority (Zeithaml, 1987; Zammuto et al., 1996) .
Service quality in business schools
Increasing competition in business environment has influenced the higher education context and has faced universities with great expectations. This issue is even more critical in business education. Ford et al. (1999) suggest that because of the high competitive intensity surrounding business-related courses, institutions need to better understand the nature and quality of service offered. Therefore, business schools are behaving like firms in order to win a competition. In such a competitive educational arena, business schools must have clear emphasis on service quality. Deming (2000) suggested that concept of service quality should be implemented in education sector just like other manufacturing and service sectors of the economy. According to Avdjieva and Wilson (2002) , during the last decade, quality initiatives have been the subject of an enormous amount of practitioner and academic discourse, and at various levels have found a gateway into higher education.
Service quality research in higher education sector is new, at least, compared to that of the commercial sector. Most of the quality models that are commonly practiced in the business world have been adapted and used in the education sector (Chua, 2004) .
Measuring the quality of educational services is the prerequisite of any improvement in consumer perception of service quality. As service improvement is actually the matter of bridging the gap between perceived and expected service quality from consumers standpoint, business schools need to have some scales in order to measure their clients' satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Some researchers have developed some scales for service measurement. For instance, Parasuraman et al. (1985 Parasuraman et al. ( , 1988 introduced the SERVQUAL scale, which became the well-known scale for measuring service quality. During the last two decades, several scales have been developed in an effort to improve service quality measurement in higher education. In addition to SERVQUAL, some other renowned scales to measure service quality are SERVPERF, HEDPERF (higher education performance), EP (evaluated performance), IPA (importance performance analysis), and so forth.
There are some differences between these various scales; SERVQUAL scale by nature is based on gap analysis. This scale compares the perceptions of the service received with expectations, and there is a set of five gaps regarding the executive perceptions of service quality and the tasks associated with service delivery (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 1986 Zeithaml et al., , 1990 . SERVQUAL, represented by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (PZB), incorporate 22 items in five dimensions which are entitled tangibles, assurance, reliability, responsiveness and empathy. In summary, SERVQUAL has a variety of potential applications.
It can help a wide range of service and retailing organization in assessing consumer expectations about and perceptions of service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988) . They have implemented their revised scale in five companies in three different industries including telephone repair, retail banking and insurance. Teas (1993) who has made one of the main criticisms on SERVQUAL, introduced an alternative model for measuring service quality. According to Teas (1993) , EP scale is designed to overcome some of the problems associated with the P-E gap conceptualization of service quality. EP model measures the gap between perceived performance and the ideal amount of a feature rather than the customer's expectations (Zafiropoulos and Vrana, 2008) . As Teas (1993) mentions, EP model may be more valid than SERVQUAL.
In addition, IPA, another service measurement technique, considers mean values as the splitting points for "importance" and "performance," respectively. Thus, the IPA framework is a two dimensional-four grid assessment (Sultan and Wong, 2010) .
The key application of IPA is to "identify which attributes, or combinations [of attributes], are more influential" in the service exchange than others (Wright and O'Neill, 2002: 26) .
Apart from the aforementioned scales, HEDPERF is presented to assess service quality solely in higher education. The scale is a performance based measuring scale using a 41-item instrument. HEDPERF has been developed by Abdullah (2006) who has identified six dimensions for higher education services, including nonacademic aspects, academic aspects, reputation, access, program issues and understanding.
Eventually, SERVPERF, entitled as a performance-only scale, is one of the very well-known scales for measuring service quality. According to Cronin and Taylor (1992) , "service quality should be measured as an attitude". In this vein, Cronin and Taylor (1992) developed and tested an alternative instrument which discarded the expectation component of SERVQUAL and employed just its performance component in order to measure service quality. As well as theoretical arguments, Cronin and Taylor (1992) provided empirical evidence across four industries including banking, pest control, dry cleaning, and fast food to accentuate their results. The objective of SERVPERF is providing an alternative to the current disconfirmation-based SERVQUAL scale (Cronin and Taylor, 1992) . SERVPERF measures to ensure that the hypothesized five factor structure identified by PZB (1988) can be replicated specific to their own research setting (Cronin and Taylor, 1992) . These five factors based on PZB (1988) are tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. The precise definitions of these factors are as follows:
i. Tangibles: physical facilities, equipment and appearance of personnel ii. Reliability: ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately iii. Responsiveness: willingness to help customers and provide prompt service iv. Assurance: knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence v. Empathy: caring individualized attention the firm provides its customers.
Academics have also been at variance in the decision to use SERVQUAL or SERVPERF in a higher education setting, and which factors, or combines factors, most applicable to describe its evaluation in that context (Pariseau and McDaniel, 1997; Cuthbert, 1996) .
In terms of criterion validity, convergent validity and explained variance, the best results are observed both for SERVPERF and HEDPERF scales. We can conclude that SERVPERF and HEDPERF present the best measurement capability (Brochado, 2009) . Buttle (1995) has presented some criticism to SERVQUAL. He has divided these criticisms into two categories as follows: (1) theoretical, including paradigmatic objections, gaps model, process orientation, dimensionality, and (2) operational, including expectations, item composition, moment of truth, polarity, scales point, two administrations, variance extracted.
Based on different researches, it seems that SERVPERF has some advantages in comparison to SERVQUAL. For instance, Jain and Cupta (2004) express that methodologically, the SERVPERF scale represents marked improvement over the SERVQUAL scale. Not only is the scale more efficient in reducing the number of items to be measured by 50%, it has also been empirically found superior to the SERVQUAL scale Karami and Olfati 661 for being able to explain greater variance in the overall service quality measured through the use of single-item scale. This explains the considerable support that has emerged over time in favour of the SERVPERF scale (Babakus and Boller, 1992; Bolton and Drew, 1991b; Boulding et al., 1993; Churchill and Surprenant, 1982; Gotlieb et al., 1994; Hartline and Ferrell, 1996) . Because the only difference in the two models is the measure of service quality used (either SERVQUAL or SERVPERF), these results were interpreted as additional support for the superiority of the SERVPERF approach to the measurement of service quality (Cronin and Taylor, 1992) .
In perhaps the most telling evidence to date, one of the original coauthors of SERVQUAL, Zeithaml recently reports results (Boulding et al., 1993: 24) that appear to support the conclusions of Cronin and Taylor (1992) over that of PZB (1994) : "Our results are incompatible with both the one-dimensional view of expectations and the gap formation for service quality; instead, we find that perceived quality is directly influenced only by perceptions (of performance)" (Cronin and Taylor, 1994) . The afore acknowledgement is the proof of the superiority of the SERVPERF over SERVQUAL. In spite of the aforementioned advantages of SERVPERF, there are also some opposing points of view on the SERVPERF. Our idea could be best exemplified by an example; based on a study of higher education institutions in three countries by Lee (2007) , the SERVQUAL instrument is rated as better than the SERVPERF instrument for measuring service quality in cross-cultural contexts (Shekarchizadeh et al., 2011) .
Furthermore, the SERVQUAL draw attention as a measure of service quality. On the other hand, some researches find that the SERVPERF scale is a better alternative than the SERVQUAL scale Eventually, a little consensus has been found in academic literature as to which measure is universally suitable (Angell et al., 2008) and of which the definitions for quality is appropriate (Wicks and Roethlein, 2009) (Table 1) .
Purpose of the study
The overall objective of the research is to recognize the underlying factors of service quality of business schools from master students' viewpoints in Iran. The specific sub-objectives of this paper are to determine any differences in satisfaction levels between students of 5 selected schools; Furthermore, this research is trying to understand the importance of the different factors for students. Besides these objectives, the paper seeks modifying the SERVPERF scale in order to be able to give better understanding of Iranian students' satisfaction. In other words, researchers are in an effort to modify the original model to adapt it with the local context. 
Survey development and data collection
In order to survey the respondents' satisfaction level, a structured questionnaire including 42 items was developed. The questionnaire was divided into two separate sections. Part I recorded a brief profile of the respondents in terms of age, gender, education level, marital status, B.A major, school, employment, accommodation, and GPA. Part II focused specifically on the issue of service quality satisfaction and was articulated as follow: 10 questions for tangible component of service, 9 questions for reliability component, 7 questions for responsiveness, 12 questions for assurance and 4 questions for empathy. Using representative sampling method, 260 respondents were selected and questionnaires were hand-delivered to them in 5 campuses. From among these respondents, 249 questionnaires were gathered by the researchers, and at the end, a number of 239 questionnaires were analyzed (response rate 95.7%).
Using a 7-point Likert scale, respondents were asked to indicate to what extent they agree with each statement of questionnaire. A pilot questionnaire surveyed 30 students of University of Tehran and as a result, the reliability of questionnaire, evaluated by using Cronbach's alpha showed that the score of 0.94 is higher than the acceptable level of 0.7 and therefore, questionnaire has been reliable enough. Moreover, experts acknowledged the face validity of the questionnaire. The amended questionnaire including 30 items which is extracted after exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis is presented in Table 2 .
RESULTS
In order to answer the first question, the T-student for one sample is used. As it is demonstrated in Table 3 , students of selected business schools have positive evaluation of reliability and professors. However, they have negative evaluation of career guidance and employees' dimensions of their schools. Findings of empathy and tangibles dimensions are not significant. However, Using ANOVA which is represented in table 5, we showed that there are some differences between these schools.
Based on correlation matrix shown in Table 4 , at the significant level of 0.05, there is just a correlation between tangibles and empathy.
Since the observed F index in all cases is higher than critical F and Sig = 0.000, we can say that results are statistically significant. It means that in all 6 dimensions, there is discrepancy between 5 selected business schools. In other words, in all determinants, none of these schools are the same.
In order to recognize the difference between groups, we used Scheffe index. Based on results, the significant differences between universities are as followed: in Table 6 . Since KMO and Bartlett's test score is higher than acceptable score of 0.6, factor analysis is reasonable. The results shown in Figure 1 display acceptable factor loadings and covariances. The total factor variance defined by the 30 indicators equals 60.168%. The following indicators show that model fits the observed data: chi-square=1019.00, df= 399, p-value=0.00000 and RMSEA= 0.081. An RMSEA between 0.08 and 1 is completely acceptable for fitness of a model (Browne and Cudech, 1993; MacCallum et al., 1996; Steiger, 1989) . As the confirmatory factor analysis demonstrates, the empathy dimension with 0.87 factor loading has the most correlation with perception of service quality in business schools. As a result, this dimension explains the 75% of variance. Professor dimension with 0.83 factor loading is in next position and explains 69% of variance. Career guidance with 0.81 factor loading, reliability with 0.78 and employee 0.70 factors loading are in next positions. Besides, the tangible factor has the least correlation with service quality assessment. According to the findings of the current research, the modified SERVPERF model including 6 dimensions (rather than a general SERVPERF with 5 dimensions) for assessing service quality is presented. In our modified model, we failed to employ the five original dimensions of SERVPERF scale, and replaced assurance by professor; responsiveness by employee and the career guidance is added as a new dimension.
DISCUSSION
In this paper, we studied the students' assessment ofservice quality of business schools in Iran. The paper tries to answer 3 distinctive questions: 1) to what extent are business schools satisfying their students? 2) Do discrepancies exist between different schools satisfaction of service quality? 3) What are the most important determinants of the overall service quality in business schools?
The research started with SERVPERF model, but we have failed to employ the five original dimensions of SERVPERF scale, namely reliability, responsiveness, tangibles, assurance, and empathy. In accordance with Carman (1990) and Carrillat et al. (2007) , researchers believe that service quality scales need to be adapted to the study context. Therefore this paper has modified the model, namely replaced assurance dimensions by professor, responsiveness nearly by employee and the career guidance is added as a new dimension.
In order to elicit the real assessment of students, we selected a sample of respondents and surveyed them by a structured questionnaire. The study included 5 different well-known business schools in Iran, including University of Tehran, Sharif University, Allame Tabatabaee University, Shahid Beheshti University, and Tarbiat Modares University, with the sample size of 240 respondents.
In order to answer the first question, findings revealed that while students of selected business schools are satisfied with reliability and professors, they are not satisfied with career guidance and employees dimensions of their schools. However, using ANOVA, we showed that there are some differences between these groups. As results indicate, Sharif University, the most prominent university in engineering, is also evaluated as the best business school in Iran from students viewpoints. Moreover, we highlight that in this business school, most of the master students have an engineering background in their Bachelors.
Results of confirmatory factor analysis indicate that empathy dimension of service quality was very important for Iranian students, which suggest that students are most concern with the availability of professors to assist them; professors' prompt response to their requests, their sincere interest to solve their problems, individual attention of professors, fair and unbiased behavior of school, having their best interests at administration's heart, and Professors' understanding of students' specific needs.
With regard to the high importance of professors for students, we can conclude that human side of service in business schools is of great importance for students. This finding is in line with the fact that in high interaction industries like business consulting and higher education, the role of people (personnel) is critical. On the other hand, as Hofested (2005) mentioned, Iranian culture is a feminine one. And in a feminine culture, having warm relationship with others is very important. Nevertheless, the role of employees for Iranian students was not so critical. It seems usual because employees have stable well-defined duties in schools.
Earlier researches on service quality in higher education also often emphasized academic more than administration, concentrating on effective course delivery mechanisms and the quality of courses and teaching (Atheeyaman, 1997; Cheng and Tam, 1997; Soutar and McNeil, 1996; Griemel-Fuhrmann and Geyer, 2003) . However, there are also attempts to look upon the administrative side of higher institution like the study by Kamal and Ramzi (2002) , which attempted to measure student perception of registration and academic advising across different faculties and other administrative Karami and Olfati 667 services to assure positive quality service that compliments the academic (Fitri et al., 2008) . As results show, the importance of tangible factor was not high for students. This finding has some supports in higher education service. Cuthbert (1996) suggested that tangibility is not a major contributor towards satisfaction of the students; as he believes it is the service encounter which is the determinant factor. O'Neill and Palmer (2004) also hold the exact same idea that, although tangibility is ranked as the best in term of overall performance score, but it has been ranked as the least important by the students compared to process and empathy.
Nevertheless, there are studies that have a different opinion on the importance of tangibility dimension in higher education service quality. Smith and Ennew (2001) highlighted that the perfect reliable facility, which is not up to date, but are capable of carrying out the task, may still be negatively rated if the users expect the university to provide up to date facility. He also showed that there were specific supportive items known as peripheral aspect and the university facilities, which students consume such as cafeterias and residential accommodation that will directly and indirectly have a significant impact on the evaluation of the university. Based on the study by Umbach and Porter (2002) , it also appears that the size or a number of faculties within a department in HEI is important in explaining student satisfaction.
From marketing point of view, it seems that Iranian business schools should focus more on their academic board and try to improve their academic credibility. Furthermore, they should have great attention to make warm relationship with students in order to build up trust and confidence and also help students realize their capabilities. On the other hand, schools need to develop strong relationship with industries to help graduate students find suitable jobs.
These findings can also have another implication for international business schools which receive applications from Iranian students.
LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCHES
However, our findings are not sufficient for different aspects of assessing business schools' service quality in Iran and there is an immediate necessity for more researches to cover issues like: 1) the importance of professor's role in fulfilling students' satisfaction in different educational levels. 2) Identifying the new and more comprehensive attributes to measure service quality in higher education.
Moreover, since the high-ranking universities are almost located in Tehran (the capital city), the study only examined the students in this area, in consequence the collection of more data in other cities is required in order to provide more general results; furthermore the research has focused on M.A students, and fails to include B.A and PhD candidates.
